SIR   THOMAS   MALORY
Le Morte DJ Arthur

WITH SIR THOMAS MALORY we go back to the early stages of
English prose. We have no exact information as to when he
lived and died; indeed, he may not have lived at all. He
may be only a semi-mythical person, of the type of Robin
Hood or King Arthur. Nearly all that we know of him is
contained in the preface to the first printed edition of his
book, Le Morte D'Arthur. This was produced by the earliest
English printer, Caxton, in 1485. In the preface Caxton tells
that the book was written by Sir Thomas Malory in the
" ix yere of the reygne of Kyng Edward the furth," which
makes it 1469.

Le Morte D'Arthur is a collection of tales, derived chiefly
from the French. They centre round the figure of King
Arthur and deal with the adventures of his Knights of the
Round Table. The actual sources of the tales may be early
English or early Welsh, for the scene of the legends is actually
in the neighbourhood of the Welsh border. The Arthurian
legends are of much importance, for they have influenced a
great deal of succeeding literature.

The given extract describes the most famous incident in the
book. Tennyson (see p. 223) has rendered it into noble blank
verse. It is the conclusion of the long story. Sir Mordred, a
wicked knight who is either the King's nephew or stepson,
stirs up a rebellion. In the last great battle in the west the
King and Mordred fight to a finish, both armies being utterly
destroyed.
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